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FOUR BRITISH EMPIRES

The Third British Empire1 has passed into history, and the
Fourth rises in its place. The First of the British Empires was
ended with the American Revolution. The Second lasted until a
less well-defined date when Dominion self-government replaced
colonial dependence in the settlement colonies. The Third was the
British Commonwealth of Nations as we have known it hitherto:
the member countries co-operating through official machinery like
the Imperial Conference under British leadership; India enjoying
the place of a nation but not its independence; and the colonial
empire governed in the spirit of trusteeship and in a measure
under its legal terms.

This Third British Empire, which to its contemporaries seemed
certain to last for their lifetime, though with progressive modifica-
tion as member nations like India rose within it to independence,
has disappeared, as it were, overnight. Independence for India and
Burma was not fatal to it; it could well have survived without
them. But with the virtual decease of the Imperial Conference and
the idea that it stood for? and with the radical changes in the eco-
nomic and military balance offerees effected by the war of 1939-
45, the Third British Empire perished, and as we look about us
we see a Fourth British Empire with characteristics of its own.

At present it lacks the individuality which is given to political
institutions by a name> a formula, a statement of principles. This
very lack of formula is typical of the Fourth Empire. The key-
words of the British Commonwealth of Nations were equality and

1 This term was first used, I believe, in a book with the same title by Sir
Alfred Zimmern, to whom I make grateful acknowledgments,
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